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The purpose of this study is to identiff the factors that lead to effective teaming
of special education teachers and special education paraprofessionals. These
teams face many challenges in teaming effectively. Teachers and
paraprofessionals were surueyed and interviewed to gather their perspectives.
Communication, clear roles and expectations, demonstrating appreciation and
respect emerged as some of the main factors leading to effective special
education teaming.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
I arrived on the first day in the role of paraprofessional at a large, urban school
district with no training on the parameters of my role, or how to effectively work with
students with severe behavioral needs. A full school year later, I paid the district to
attend a required 40-hour training offered only in the summer. In another school
district, I received no training and limited interaction with special education teachers as
to my expectations as a paraprofessional. On my second day in this position, I resofted
to asking the students to show me where the copier and gymnasium were located.
In my first year as a special education teacher, I realized that despite two years
of experience as a paraprofessional, I was ill prepared to effectively team with the
underpaid and undeftrained people who do a large bulk of the direct work with students
with special needs. Having changed roles in this relationship so that I now had
paraprofessionals under my direction and superuision, I still encountered many of the
same frustrations that seemed to get in the way of effective teaming when I had been
in my previous position. One difference was that I could influence greater progress
towards creating an effective team.
More than 525,000 people serue as educational paraprofessionals in the United
States ffrautman, 2004). This number represents an increase of over 100,000
paraprofessionals from a 1990 study (Pickett, 1996). The numbers of paraprofessionals
employed in U. S. schools increased dramatically during the 1990s, at a national
average of 48o/o. These paraprofessionals worked in special education and other
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schooUstudent support positions. During that same time period, the student population
increased by only 13o/o and the number of teachers in all areas increased by 18o/o
(French, 2003), Often paraprofessionals receive little or no training for their positions in
suppofiing the education of high need students. On the other side, the great majority
of special education teacher preseruice training or education programs provide little to
no training on how to superuise other adults.
Definition of Terms
Schools have employed paraprofessionals for more than 40 years. In the FoS,
responsibilities of individuals in those roles tended to be of a clerical nature. Today,
paraprofessionals play any number of roles and hold a high level of responsibility
(Carroll, 2001). According to her afticle, *'Considering Paraeducator Training, Roles,
and Responsibilities" Carroll states,
Teachers may retain responsibility for staffirgs, seruice delivery, and interpreting
student data; but paraeducators are providing increasing amounts of instruction
for students. Paraeducators spend their entire day with students, teaching
appropriate skills in all areas, interacting with adults in each different situatio!'I...
Paraeducator responsibility for providing instruction to students has continued to
increase (p. 63).
Currently there are national professional guidelines that paraprofessionals must
meet. These requirements are a component of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act of
2004. This act primarily requires that a paraprofessional have at least two years of
higher education, an associate's degree, or the paraprofessional must pass a formal
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academic assessment (http://www.ed.gov/admins/tchrqual/qual/paraprofessional.html).
The purpose of these requirements is to ensure that as paraprofessionals become
increasingly responsible for assisting with instructional decisions, they have the
background knowledge or skills to appropriately fulfill this role.
According to the Minnesota Department of Education, to be competent in a job, dff
individua! must have knowledge, skills, and abilities to do all that is expected and
required. The following competencies are statements that indicate the knowledge and
skills needed for instructional paraprofessionals to work successfully in educational
settings. The competencies are based on the guiding principles set by the Minnesota
Paraprofessional Consortium (2009).
o Paraprofessionals are respected and suppofted as integral team members
responsible for assisting in the delivery of instruction and other student related
activities.
' The entire instructional team pafticipates within clearly defined roles in a
dynamic changing environment to provide an appropriate educational program
for students.
r To ensure quality education and safely for students and staff, paraprofessionals
are provided with a district orientation and training prior to assuming those
responsibilities.
. Teachers and others responsible for the work of paraprofessionals have the skills
necessary to work effectively with paraprofessionals.
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' By recognizing paraprofessional's training, responsibilities, experience, and skill
levels, they are placed in positions for which they are qualified, which effectively
and efficiently use their skills to enhance the continuity and quality of seruices for
students.
. Administrators exercise leadership by recognizing paraprofessionals as
educational partners.
(Minnesota Paraprofessional Consoftium Online, 2006)
Over the years, the job titles of paraprofessionals have changed many times and
currently remain different from district to district. The job titles have included
classroom aide, teacher's assistant, paraprofessional, instructional assistant, educational
assistant, paraeducator and more. The prefix "para" in conjunction with the word
"educator" signifies that someone works "alongside" an education professional,
paraeducators work alongside special education teachers. However, paraeducators
frequently provide suppoft alongside the student rather than alongside the teacher
(French, 2003). The school district where this action research study took place uses the
term paraprofessional. For the purposes of this study the title paraprofessional will be
the term used (unless directly quoted from another source) to describe the individuals
working directly with special education students under the direstion of a licensed special
education teacher. In casual settings, this term is often abbreviated to the title of para.
At times, the term special educator is used to refer to a special educaUon teacher. In
this study the latter term will be used.
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Importance of the Study
According to the 1997 amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA), "The paraprofessional is an employee who, following appropriate training,
pefforms tasks as prescribed and supervised by the licensed/ceftified
professional/practitioned' (Boehner & Castle, 2005). The No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 (NCLB) also addresses the supervision of paraprofessionals as someone who
works under the superuision of a teacher.
The aforementioned federal legislation has contributed to the increase of
paraprofessional positions, especially in the area of special education. In a typical
urban district, approximately 80% of paraprofessionals work in special education
(Katsiyannis, Hodge, & Landford, 2000). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
1997 amendments, state that to the maximum extent appropriate, children with
disabilities are to be educated with children who are not disabled, and removal "from
the regular education environment occurs only when the nature or severity of the
disability of a child is such that education in regular classes with the use of
supplemental aids and seruices cannot be achieved satisfactorily" (Section 1412 (a)
(s)).
The requirement to provide seruices to students in the regular education
classroom is a challenge met by increasing adult support in classrooms throughout
schools. Students who are included in general education classes often require more
attention and individual assistance than the general education teacher has time to
provide. Classroom teachers and parents tend to believe that the inclusion of students
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with disabilities is more acceptable when the child is accompanied by a
paraprofessional, and that paraprofessionals are a necessary component of inclusion.
Paraprofessionals and special educators work closely with the same population of
special education students, yet face many challenges in effectively teaming together.
Some of those challenges include unclear roles, under trained paraprofessional staff,
and, as paraprofessional staff is often only contracted for the hours students are
present at school, very Iimited time for team members to meet. Effective teaming can
be defined as both the paraprofessional and special education teacher feeling that they
are working together to meet the needs of the special education population.
Purpose of this Study
Katzenbach and Smith (1993) defined a collaborative team as a "small number of
people with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose,
performance goals, and approach for which they hold themselves mutually accountable"
(p. 45). In addition, Abelson and Woodman (1983) offered in their review of research
on multidisciplinary teams, that effectiveness primarily relates to goal attainment, but
also may include the following elements: The team output exceeds or meets quality and
quantity standards of the organization; and the group experience satisfies, more than
frustrates, team members' needs. The latter definition of team effectiveness will be
utilized as the frame of reference for this research study.
The purpose of this action research study is to uncover the factors that lead to
the effective teaming of paraprofessional and special education teachers. Effective
teaming is of great impoftance because these teams remain consistent as the student
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population changes and therefore create the foundation for an effective special
education program, This action research study will review available literature as it
relates to the topic of the study. Special education paraprofessionals and special
education teachers acted as study participants. They shared their views on several
aspects of teaming, including the challenges and the factors that create effective or
ineffective teams.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Preview of the Literature
This literature review includes a summary of several empirical, or research
based, studies published between 1983 and 2008. The research and journal afticles are
divided into sections summarizing several areas: training or competencies for special
education teachers, training for paraprofessionals, roles and responsibilities of
paraprofessionals, school wide planning for paraprofessionals, paraprofessional turnover
and retention, and perceptions of educators and paraprofessionals.
In 2007 Kristin Buckner explained, *'In the past decade a relatively small, but
growing, set of literature has emerged that specifically addresses paraprofessional
supports for students with disabilities in the general education and special education
classrooms. Only a few studies examined how to develop collaborative educational
teams with paraprofessional, special educators/ and general educators." (Buckner,
2007, p. 4).
Training or Competencies for Special Education Teachers
Special education teachers have been held by default responsible for the
superuision of paraprofessionals. It is agreed that the superuisory role is appropriate,
yet training regarding the superuision of paraprofessionals is absent from the majority
of preseruice ceftification or endorsement programs. A study conducted by Nanry
French (2001) gained information about the practices of special education teachers as
they superuise paraprofessionals. Experienced, highly educated teachers repofted *life
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experience" as the primary source of their superuision knowledge rather than any type
of formal preparation. The research conducted in this study involved a questionnaire
reviewed by 14 national expefts who established content validity. The questionnaire
was piloted by a small sample of 23 special education teachers representing a diverse
range of eleven school districts in the Denver metropolitan area.
The study (French, 2001) involved completed questionnaires received from 321
teachers, for a return rate of approximately 72o/o. Of the teachers responding, nearly
BBo/o held master's degrees, and 620/o had been teaching 11 or more years. The
majority of these teachers responded that the most important reason for having
paraprofessionals is for instructional assistance. About a third of the teachers said that
very often no one plans, that the para follows along and gets oral instructions as they
work together throughout the day or ahead of time. Meanwhile, fifry-seven teachers
responded that they never meet face-to-face with the paraprofessional who they
superuise. For teachers who use written lesson plans, the findings of this study
demonstrate that fewer than half (43o/o) of teachers regularly included IEP goals in their
plans. Only slightly more than half (51.5o/o) included information on the purpose of the
lesson and fewer than half (42.7Yo) included how paraprofessionals were to document
student progress.
Wallace, Shin, Baftholoffidy, and Stahl (2001) attempted to identify the
competencies needed by teachers to superuise or direct the work of paraprofessionals
in educational settings. Ninety-two administrators, 266 teachers, and 211
paraprofessionals were surueyed to develop a list of the most impoftant areas of
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knowledge and skill for teachers and other professionals who direct the work of
paraprofessionals and view the extent to which these competencies were seen in
educational settings. Administrators and teachers were randomly selected from mailing
lists maintained by the state's Department of Children, Families and Learning.
Paraprofessionals were sampled from a statewide newsletter database. The
competencies identified were: communication with paraprofessionals, planning and
scheduling, instructional suppoft, modeling for paraprofessionals, public relations,
training, and management of paraprofessionals. This study suggests that these skill
areas could be used as a basis for developing training programs. The three groups
then rated each competency on the importance of the competenry and the degree the
competency is demonstrated by teachers.
The three groups showed agreement on importance subscales, yet differed
significantly on demonstration subscales. Administrators positively rated the
demonstration subscale in the area of modeling for paraprofessionals. Teachers
positively rated the demonstration subscales in the areas of modeling for
paraprofessionals, communication with paraprofessionals, and public relations. Yet,
paraprofessionals showed higher ratings on impoftance than demonstration on all of the
subscales, indicating that paraprofessionals felt that impoftant competencies were not
being adequately demonstrated.
A follow-up discussion was held with a state-level advisory group. This group
consisted of teachers, administrators, paraprofessionals, representatives from
educational unions, higher education, and a state education agency. A common reason
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they gave for the differences in importance and demonstration ratings was *'the
perception that administrators believe paraprofessionals can be easily replaced, As a
result, the resources needed to prepare paraprofessionals for their positions might not
be allocated." (Wallace et al 2001, p.528).
To effectively work together it is important for teachers and administrators to
understand the needs of paraprofessionals. In this study, the teachers who reported
that they did not demonstrate certain competencies shared that lack of preparation was
a main concern. All three groups of pafticipants repofted concerns over the need for
training, and lack of time to demonstrate skills. The need for training for
paraprofessionals was in the area of skill development, and for teachers it was in the
area of superuising other adults. The lack of time for teachers to demonstrate skills
was in areas such as, planning and scheduling, communication, and modeling for
paraprofessionals in how to interact with students and provide instruction.
In an article titled, "Develop Collaborative Special Educator-Paraprofessional
Teams: One Para's View" (Hauge & Babkie, 2006) one former paraprofessional and one
current paraprofessional shared a list of their own twenty tips for special educators.
Their advice included; explain and review IEP goals with the para, instruct
paraprofessionals how to work with teachers, instruct paras how to work with students,
and acknowledge the para's relationship with the child. The list also included the
impoftance of special education teachers and paraprofessionals meeting on a weekly
basis in uninterrupted sessions and providing on-going suppoft and feedback.
Augsburg Gollege Ubrary
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In a similar article written by Patricia Devlin in 2008 she lists 20 ways to "Create
Effective Teacher - Paraprofessional Teams." Devlin compiled a list including tips
involving communication, expectations, and valuing the paraprofessional's opinion.
Some of the tips that involve communication include talking about work style
preferences, giving frequent constructive feedback, being aware of how you
communicate, practicing effective listening, and establishing formal planning times.
Devlin also gives advice in the area of role expectations, such as conveying your role as
the instructional leader, and providing training beyond what is expected. Some tips in
the area of valuing each other include discovering your paraprofessional's interests and
skills, communicating that you are a team, and including your paraprofessional. (Devlin
2o0B)
Training for Paraprofessionals
While teachers share their need for training in how to superuise
paraprofessionals, paraprofessionals share that they also have a need for training in a
number of areas. Riggs (2001) conducted a study investigating the training needs of
paraprofessionals. Many states have no state-level standards for paraprofessional
training or ceftification. A written suruey was conducted and the responses were
gathered from approximately 200 paraprofessionals who attended various workshops
over a two-year period. The areas perceived to be of the highest priority for training by
these 200 respondents were knowledge of specific disabilities, behavior management,
communication, learning styles, and understanding inclusion.
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Open-ended written responses were gathered from 150 paraprofessionals from
several different school districts. The paraprofessionals were asked, t*What would you
like to learn in order to make your job easier?" Many of the areas of frequent
responses were similar to the suruey, yet one addition was a desire to learn about
working with other adults in the school system. Open-ended, guided interuiews with 20
paraprofessionals included all of the previously mentioned training needs. Regardless
of method, paraprofessionals perceived a high need for training in the following areas:
knowledge of specific disabilities, behavior management, working with other adults, and
inclusive practices.
Paraprofessionals serue many roles in their positions and interact with many
members of a special education team including parents, general education teachers,
special education teachers, and, of course, the student. Limited training in how to
handle these roles is a concern facing many paraprofessionals and special education
teams. In a study on paraprofessional relationships with parents of students with
significant disabilities, Chopra and French (2004) identified several types of
relationships. Paraprofessionals often spend more time with students with severe
disabilities than any other seruice provider or school staff member. As a result,
paraprofessionals play an impoftant role in the lives of students with severe disabilities
on a day-to-day basis. Employing paraprofessionals to facilitate the inclusion of students
with disabilities in general education classroom was developed out of a great deal of
parental pressure and eventually federal legislation. In this study a total of 17
individuals were interuiewed, including parents, paraprofessionals, and special
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education teachers. The type of interaction or relationship between the
paraprofessional and the parents of students with disabilities was determined largely by
the boundaries set by the special education teacher.
This study (Chopra & French, 2004) identified relationships, including routine
limited interactions, close relationship and friendship, routine extended interactions,
minimal relationships, and tense relationships. One of the factors contributing to
extended routine relationships is a parent's demand for daily detailed communication.
A factor contributing to limited interactions is the teacher's request for the
paraprofessional to relay no more than basic information to parents and the detailed
information will be shared by communication between the teacher and parent. The
findings of this study with a small sample size show that close relationships and
extended communication between the para and parent are not necessarily beneficial to
the student. This study found when paraprofessionals fail to exercise boundaries in
their relationships with students and "own" the student, the paraprofessional can
become a barrier to the education of the student. (Chopra & French, 2004) An
impoftant part of the role of the superuising teacher is to guide and direct the nature of
communlcation with parents. Paraprofessionals need to be educated and cautioned on
the importance of boundaries in their relationships with parents or students.
In an interuiew with Ann Lou Pickett written in the publication NEA Today
(1999), she shared some of the insight she has gained in her years directing of the
National Resource Center for Paraprofessionals in Education. Pickett has found that
only 12 states have ceftification systems for paraeducators, and another 12 have
Factors of effective teaming 15
standards or guidelines to employ or train them. She shared that until the mid 1990s
very little attention was paid to issues that affect the utilization, superuision, and
preparation of paraeducators. Things are beginning to change, as there is increased
awareness about the need to develop standards and programs to ensure that
paraeducators have the skills needed to be effective team members.
Roles and Responsibilities of the Paraprofessional
Diane Carroll (2001) noted many of the challenges and strengths teams face
when she wrote about the training, roles, and responsibilities of paraprofessionals. Her
afticle addresses the ways training can be provided and explaining the diverse roles and
responsibilities paraprofessionals hold. Some of the many responsibilities
paraprofessionals hold when working with students include teaching inclusion skills,
facilitating interpersonafsocial skills, daily living skills, comrnunity skills, and domestic
skills (Carroll, 2001). Several training opportunities should be utilized including, the
interuiew, orientation, sharing information, meetings, and team skill building. A system
for sharing information is key such as weekly or monthly team meetings. Although, as
Carroll (2001) notes, "When time is allotted to paraeducators for meetings, it is,
unfoftunately, usually taken away from direct student contact time." (p. 61)
Nancy French (2004) a leading researcher in the area of paraprofessional
employment, training, and superuision, wrote about the new role paraprofessionals may
serue, that of connector between the school and community. Administrators and
teachers have realized the importance of the relationship between the school and
community. "The majority of paraprofessionals working in schools live within the
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geographical boundaries served by the school, and they live among the students;
teachers often do not" (p. 203). French assefts that paraprofessionals tend to be more
culturally and linguistically similar to the student population in their district. Many
districts are looking towards recruiting paraprofessionals into teacher education
programs. She shares that,
Despite the lack of systematic titles, employment conditions, training, and career
development, the employment and need for paraeducators in schools continues
to grow paraeducators provide valuable connections with the communities in
which they work and are likely candidates for careers in teaching (p. 204).
School-wide Planning for Paraprofessionals
Little research has been conducted to offer suggestions on how special education
teachers and paraprofessionals can overcome the many barriers they face to effective
teaming. However, one study by Giangreco, Edelman, Broer (2003) chronicled the use
of a school-wide process of planning for paraeducator supports. A Guide to Schoolwide
Planning for Paraeducator Suppofts was the planning tool the schools utilized to identifiT
and plan actions for paraeducator support. The five most frequently taken actions by
the teams included (a) orientation and entry-level training, (b) on-the-job training to
match responsibilities, (c) times and mechanisms to work with teachers, (d) accurate
job description, and (e) access to ongoing learning activities. Four of the five most
frequently taken actions were also among the top five priorities.
This study (Giangreco, et. al, 2003) was conducted in 46 schools in 13 states.
The majority of the schools were elementary schools and almost all of the schools
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pafticipated in the study for two school years. The 331 reporting members included 125
paraprofessionals, 61 general education teachers, 59 special educators,2T parents, and
36 school administrators.
The most commonly reported impact on adults was that paraprofessionals knew
their jobs better as a result of the paraprofessional planning and other actions taken by
schools. Through the planning process, non-paraprofessional members of the schools
repofted an increase in awareness of the value of paraprofessionals. This increased
awareness led to repofts of more effective utilization of paraprofessional supports,
Seven schools repofted more student inclusion as a result of their paraprofessional
support efforts. Feedback from the schools indicate that actions taken as a result of the
paraprofessional planning process had a positive impact on adults in the schools and
that this impact rippled down, resulting in positive student outcomes.
An understanding of the teaming process is expected to be an impoftant factor
in the teaming of adults working with students with high needs. Giangreco, Edelman,
Broer (2003) chronicled the use of a school-wide process of planning for
paraprofessional supporG through a study of wraparound teams in an educational
setting. Wraparound teams are coordinated networks of seruices in place to support
students of the highest needs. Wraparound team members were identified from
throughout a large Midwestern state to participate as panelists through Delphi
nomination procedures. The coordinator of the Wraparound in Schools Project was
contacted and asked to norninate area coordinators as potential panelists who
demonstrate expeftise in teaming and knowledge of the team process. The area
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coordinators were asked to pafticipate via letter and also asked to nominate six team
members from their area who were considered to be experts in teaming. A pilot study
of the 109-item suruey was conducted with three professionals who had training and
experience on wraparound teams.
Teams typically included members from the educational, mental health, and
juvenile justice systems. They also included family members and the student. Delp[i
procedures were used to conduct this study. Twenty nominated experts rated 109
items in six categories. The categories included team goals, team member roles, team
communication, team cohesion, team logistics, and team outcomes. This study found
that items in the categories of team outcomes, team goals, and team cohesion were
ranked most critical to team effectiveness. The category of team outcomes placed
emphasis on the outcome variables related to the team process, not student
performance outcomes. To implement components in the categories ranked most
critical to team effectiveness teams must meet together. A plan must be in place for
how the team will determine team goals and time must be set aside to develop team
cohesion.
Paraprofessional Turnover and Retention
A study by Ghere and York-Barr (2007) researched the issues surrounding
paraprofessional turnover and retention. Fifty-three district and school employees from
six schools in three districts participated in this study. Of the fifty-three participants, six
were special education teachers (one elementary and one secondary) from each
district. Twenty-seven of the pafticipants in this study were working as
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paraprofessionals in the selected districts. The researchers used group and individual
interuiews to gather data about paraprofessional turnover and retention. During the
year of the study it was found that two of the pafticipating districts experienced a high
level of paraprofessional turnover.
The impact of paraprofessional turnover was studied and analyzed. The impact
on programs/ staff, and students was found to be difficult to quantify. Turnover of
individuals in paraprofessional positions caused increased scheduling demands on
remaining staff to cover necessary programs, staff's time and energy consumed in
training a new individual for the paraprofessional position (this includes the other
paraprofessionals, special education teachers, and general education teachers), and
often a negative impact on students who worked with the paraprofessional, especially if
the turnover took place during the school year (Ghere & York-Barre, 2007).
Reasons for paraprofessional turnover and retention included one main reason
and four other categories. Low wages and poor benefits were viewed as the primary
reason for turnover. Some other reasons included, normal life events, changing
positions within the district, the demanding nature and stress of the worlq and conflicts
within the special education team that are increased by the demanding nature of the
work (Ghere & York-Barre, 2007).
The study found that paraprofessional in the schools with a low rate of
turnover spoke about feeling respected and supported by the special education teams.
They valued the collaboration and respected their co-workers. The special education
teachers were most often viewed as the creators of positive team cultures. The
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findings of this study conclude that proactive effofts to retain employees through the
use of adequate wages, job matching (through interviews and orientation) and
providing ongoing suppoft from the special education team, would be more effective
than continually responding to turnover (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
Perceptions of Educators and Paraprofessionals
In 2007, Kristin Buckner conducted an action research study focusing on the
perceptions of team members in a collaborative elementary school team. This study
took place in a center-based program for students with emotional or behavioral
disorders. The objectives of the study were to clarifo the educator's perception of the
work of paraprofessionals, compare the information to the self-perceptions of
paraprofessionals, and examine the relationship between the positions. Data was
collected through the use of surueys completed by paraprofessionals, special and
general educators. Two educators and two paraprofessionals pafticipated in face-to-
face focus group interuiews. The themes analyzed from the surueys and interuiews
were similar.
Participants in this study repofted several areas of the greatest concern. The
areas briefly include: receiving necessary training needed for working with students
receiving special education seruices, receiving training in buiHing and district level
mandates and procedures, and having time to meet as a team on a weekly basis.
Buckner's research recommends that schools should provide supportive elements for
paraprofessionals and training for the directing teachers.
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Summary of the Literature Review
"Taking time to immerse yourself in the literature allows you to reflect on your
own problems through someone else's lens" (Mills, 2007, p. 29). A great deal can be
found written about the challenges and benefits of special education teachers and
paraprofessionals working effectively together. Much of this information is based on
common sense, with few empirical studies to back up the asseftions made in these
afticles. Common sense tells us that appropriate training for their roles, open
communication, clear role expectations, and each party feeling valued would lead to
effective teaming.
Studies agree that paraprofessionals desire, and would benefit from, training in
how to best pedorm their jobs, and special education teachers would benefit from
training and support in how to best supervise the paraprofessionals with whom they
work. These findings leave questions involving how under-trained paraprofessionals
and teachers can work together when both pafties are often beginning from a position
of deficit in both knowledge of how to effectively team, and in time to implement their
common sense knowledge. Although a great deal of educational literature can be
found on the topic of teaming, few empirical studies are available, pafticularly those
examining team processes or process variables that support team efforts and promote
team effectiveness.
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Chapter 3
Research Methodology
Overuiew and Rationale for the Research Approach
This study was conducted as an action research project. According to Mills
(2007) action research is defined as a, "systematic inquiry done by teachers (or other
individuals in the teaching/learning environment) to gather information about-and
subsequently improve-how their particular schools operate, how they teach, and how
well their students learn" (p. 20). This action research study proposed to investigate
effective teaming between special education teachers and special education
paraprofessionals.
Mills (2007) provides the following definition of action research:
Action research is any systematic inquiry conducted by teacher researchers,
princlpals, school counselors, or other stakeholders in the teaching/learning
environment to gather information about how their particular schools operate,
how they teach, and how well their students learn. The information is gathered
with the goals of gaining insight, developing reflective practice, effecting positive
changes in the school environment (and on educational practices in general),
and improving student outcomes and the lives of those involved (p. 5).
The basic process of action research consists of the following steps: identify the
area of focus, collect data, analyze and interpret data, and develop an action plan
(Mills, 2007). The information was gathered and analyzed, to understand the factors
that create effective teaming. For the purposes of this study, effective teaming was
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defined as each team member working toward a common purpose and, as Abelson and
Woodman (1983) offered in their review of research on multidisciplinary teams, that the
group experience satisfies, more than frustrates, team members' needs.
This action research project used qualitative design. Qualitative design is
research that uses "narrative, descriptive approaches to data collection to understand
the way things are and what it means from the perspectives of the research participants
(Mills, 2007, p.+)." The elements of qualitative design used in this action research
study include surueys with follow up questioning and semi-structured participant
interuiews.
The action research study pafticipant data collection began in February of 2008
through personally inviting pafticipants. Those interested signed and returned consent
forms. Approximately a week later the pafticipants completed and returned an eleven-
question suruey with demographic information. In May and June of 2008 participant
interuiews were conducted. The principal investigator had been on maternity leave
from special education teaching for several months prior to the interuiews. Rappoft had
been built during the poftion of the school year when the principal investigator was
teaching, however the leave may have provided a beneficial distance between the day-
to-day working relationship between the investigator and the participant. Data was
analyzed and literature relevant to the focus of the study was reviewed from lune of
2008 through March of 2009.
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Sample selection
This qualitative research study identified a sampling of participants from an
intermediate school. Paraprofessionals and special education teachers from a growing
suburban Twin Cities school district were invited to pafticipate. This school district does
not have a mentorship program, does not offer teacher education in adult superuision,
and does not offer a structured orientation or training program for paraprofessionals.
The district has three K-3 gmde schools, one intermediate (4-5) grade school, one
middle school (6-8) and one high school (9-12). Several special education teachers and
special education paraprofessionals are employed at each building.
Pafticipants were recruited from the intermediate school. One school year or
more experience in their position within the school district was a requirement for
pafticipation. Individuals with less than one school year of experience were excluded
from the study. Recruitment of study pafticipants involved a verbal invitation explaining
the research and potential benefits of this study to every special education
paraprofessional and special education teacher in the intermediate school. The verbal
invitation to pafticipate was followed-up by a consent form explaining the benefits and
risks to the participants. Pafticipants were able withdraw their participation in the study
at any time. Consideration was taken to protect the confidentiality of pafticipants.
The intermediate school employs approximately six special education teachers
and ten special education paraprofessionals who meet the experience criteria for this
research. Pafticipation in this study was voluntary. Due to the paperwork demands of
a special education teaching position, and the scheduling limitations of paraprofessional
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positions, a return rate of approximately 600/o-800/o of the consent forms was expected
for participation in the research.
Data collection procedures
Participants completed an initial suruey determining what they believe is their
level of teaming. An eleven-question suruey from a program titled, "Building Team
PRIDE" was utilized. This program is included as a resource for teachers,
administrators, and paraprofessionals by the Minnesota Depaftment of Education and
the Special Education Dissemination Center of Missouri. PRIDE stands for perception,
roles, implementation, development, evaluation, and focuses on communication and
problem solving. The suruey was modified and participants were invited to include
demographic information regarding their length of experience, educational level, grade
level and type of program where they are currently employed, and length of time
working with current team. The suruey was expected to take about 10-15 minutes to
complete. It was distributed in individual envelopes through the mail and returned in
an enclosed stamped envelope to the principal investigator.
Semi-structured interuiews with four study participants, followed the suruey.
Study pafticipants included two special education teachers and two paraprofessionals.
Interuiews questioned pafticipants on what they see as barriers to effective teaming,
signs of ineffective teaming, aspects of their team they find effective, and what they
would like to improve. The interuiews were conducted in an open format to allow the
pafticipant to share any information they thought might be relevant to the topic, The
principal investigator conducted, audio-taped and transcribed the pafticipant interuiews.
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The interuiews were color-coded to correspond to the questionnaires. Each
questionnaire was color-coded to safeguard confidentiality. Different colors were
assigned to different positions. A log was created to track the number of distributed
and returned surueys. Raw data and audiotapes will be secured in a locked cabinet in
which the researcher will secure the key. The researcher will destroy the data and
audiotapes three years from the conclusion of the study. Only the principal investigator
and the research advisor wil! have access to the raw data and audio recordings.
Data Collection Instruments
The surueys serued to assess how individuals felt their current or prior teams
pefformed. A sampling of the questions included: Are we conferencing frequently
enough? Am I sharing information about student performance and growth? Do we
take time to applaud teach other's successes? Do I feel comfoftable talking with my
team about concerns/conflicts involving team members? Do I believe the team is
effective? Another question asked "Do we need to work specifically on any of these
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Suruey Pafticipants
Six teachers and ten paraprofessionals met the experience requirement for
participation and were verbally invited to pafticipate in this action research study. Five
special education teachers and five special education paraprofessionals returned
completed consent forms. Those individuals also completed confidential pafticipant
surueys.
All of the pafticipants currently worked in an intermediate setting with special
education students in the foufth and Rfth grades. The pafticipants worked with
students receiving special education seruices in almost every disability area. Several
participants worked in a self-contained program for students with emotional or
behavioral disorders. These students spent 610/o of their day or more in the special
education setting. Other pafticipants worked with students with learning disabilities,
development/cognitive disabilities, or autism spectrum disorders. These students spent
at least half of their school day in the general education setting with their non-disabled
peers. The levels of interaction between the special education teacher and special
education paraprofessionals varied greatly depending on the needs of the students.
Four out of five of the participating teachers surueyed held Master of Aft in
Education degrees. The nfth holds a Bachelor of Science degree in education and was
completing coursework towards obtaining a masters degree. The average age of the
teachers who returned surueys was 38.6 years old. Except for one teacher, with two
years of special education teaching experience, the other four teachers had an average
of 7 .75 years of teaching experience.
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All five paraprofessional participants reported have completed at least some
college coursework. The average age of four of the paraprofessional participants was
52.5 years of age. The fifth paraprofessional listed her age at 24 years old. The
average ages indicate that on average the paraprofessionals surueyed were
approximately 14 years older than the teachers. In this school district such an age gap
would be considered common. The five paraprofessionals had an average of 7.2 years
of experience in their paraprofessional position. In this district, paraprofessionals are
often moved from team to team depending on student population needs.
Interuiew Pafticipants
Four individual semi-structured interuiews were conducted with two special
education teachers and two special education paraprofessionals. All of the individuals
had experience teaming; several difFerent individuals had experienced changing teams
from school year to school year. Only the self-contained program has a team that
remained mostly consistent in the past few years. The following provides a brief
overuiew of each interuiew participant. The names provided for the individuals are
pseudonyms given to pafticipants to ensure privary.
Tracy was a 4Z-year-old special education teacher who had been in her current
position for 7 years. She taught in a self-contained EBD program. This program
teamed two special education teachers and three special education paraprofessionals.
It is important to note that Trary was highly regarded as a teacher, and the EBD
program she led is considered the best in the district. When the investigator spoke to
teachers and paraprofessionals about teaming, many individuals commented on the
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high quality of teaming conducted in Trary's program, Tracy worked for several years
as a paraprofessional in a self-contained EBD program in another district prior to
receiving her teaching license.
Karry was a 25-year-old special education teacher who had taught for two years.
She offered unique perspective as an individual encountering the difficulties and
benefits of teaming for the first time. Karry worked with students receiving special
education seruices through small group, pullout suppoft and inclusive general education
classroom support. Several students on her caseload were students with
developmental/cognitive disabilities. These students required a high level of
paraprofessional support throughout the school day.
Cara worked as a special education paraprofessional for the past six years. She
was approximately 60 years old. In her six years of experience, Cara had been placed
at three different schools. She repofted having experiences that range from very poor
to positive in regards to teaming. Most of Cara's experience involved working at least
half of the school day in the general education classroom with a student who requires
one-on-one special education suppoft.
Cindy was 52 years old and had worked as a special education paraprofessional
for the past 9 years. She had also been involved with many different teams at two
schools during her time as a paraprofessional. Similar to Cara, Cindy also worked at
least part of everyday suppotting a student who requires one-on-one special education
support.
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Data analysis procedures
To uncover developed themes found in the sutveys and semi-structured
interuiews, the principal investigator analyzed the data. A system of coding was
utilized. Coding is defined by Mills (2007) as, "the process of trying to find patterns and
meaning of data collected through the use of surueys, interuiews, and questionnaires
(p. 105)." This process took place in a number of stages. First, each survey was
analyzed individually. Second, the surueys were analyzed across all surueys to
categorize the information into themes. Third, each interuiew transcript was analyzed
individually. Then data across the interviews was analyzed to develop a complete
picture and find relationships among the factors. The researcher categorized the
answers given to interuiew questions into similar categories. The categories developed
were then compared to those found in the surveys to identiff key findings, similarities,
and differences, in order to identifli emerging themes involving effective teaming. This
information was utilized to compose a framework demonstrating the factors that lead to
effective teaming between special education paraprofessionals and special education
teachers,
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Chapter 4
Findings
The primary purpose of this study was to identify the factors that lead to
effective teaming between special education paraprofessionals and special education
teachers. Identiffing and utilizing the information can strengthen teams and allow
teams to provide greater and more effective support to students who receive special
education seruices. The analysis of the data revealed several main themes, as well as
two smaller themes.
Several themes emerged from the responses given in the surueys and interuiews.
The need for communication is the greatest theme, as it was immersed across all
themes. It was often imbedded in statements about other areas such as meeting time
and role clarification. Upon further research of the findings, the importance of
communication was an underlying factor of every topic discussed by the special
educators and paraprofessionals. The main themes uncovered included:
communication, meeting time, appreciation/respect, and job description/role
clarification. Smaller themes included planning, and IEP meeting pafticipation.
Suruey Findings
Little variation was found between answers provided by paraprofessionals and
teachers. Seven of ten participants believed that their team is effective. However, only
half, five of the ten pafticipants, answered that they thought their team was
conferencing frequently enough. One teacher commented that this is because things
are going well. Three paticipants thought they were not conferencing frequently
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enough. In Iight of conferencing, six of ten pafticipants thought they were sharing
information about student performance and growth. The suruey only briefly questioned
the student aspects affesting the team. Three participants thought expectations for
students might be being set too high, although none thought they were setting
expectations for students too low. A comfort level with current teams was evidenced
by the fact that, all except one pafticipant (nine participants) thought their team was
taking time to applaud each other's successes. The same number of participants (nine)
repoft that they feel comfortable talking with their team about concerns/conflicts
involving team issues, Pafticipants think they focus on specifics and not generalities
when they talk. In general, more paraprofessionals than teachers thought that there
were areas where the team needed to work specifically.
Open-ended suruey and interuiew findings
A follow up question was posed at the end of the survey asking, "What factors
do you believe leads to effective teaming between special education teachers and
special education paraprofessionals?" This question was also expanded upon during the
interuiews. Answers were categorized by theme and, where appropriate, job position.
The following offers some of the input received from study participants.
Communication
All of the teacher and paraprofessional surueys included answers that listed
communication as a factor. Some answers included, "constant communication",
"communication is #1", and "sharing ideas". One paraprofessional wrote,
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Communication is a large factor. I feel Iike you need to be able to talk to the
teacher if you have a conflict or feel something might be done in a more efficient
manner. If you can't talk to the teacher or keep open lines of communication it
makes it really hard to do my job (or sometimes even want to do my job).
Trary's interuiew answers often involved an aspect of the impoftance of communication
in effective teaming. Her team works closely together in a self-contained classroom
where she is the teacher. Traqy shared,
I think the biggest thing you have to tell people is there are five of us who work
together all day everyday - you have communicate, you have to say if something
is bothering you or if you are irritated - it has to be a two-way thing. Where
there is a struggle if someone is annoyed or something with someone and they
don't speak up. So I am a firm believer in just being completely blunt. A lot of
times, especially in self-contained rooms, things get going really fast. We may
have two or three kids going off at once and we may not remember who didn't
get a lunch break or who has been with a certain student a really long time and
forget to give them a break. If you are not communicating constantly it can get
really frustrating, I think.
Appreciation/respect
Almost all of the teachers and paraprofessionals also wrote about the importance
of positive personal interactions between co-workers. Survey responses such as the
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open, honest, and respectful communication
treat paraprofessionals in program as equals without the expectation of them
taking on a teacher role
It is also important to listen to and value their opinions and suggestions as well.
respect towards each other
building/supporting each others' strengths and weaknesses
build relationships with each other
In an interuiew with Tracy, who is considered an ideal teaming teacher, she shared
her view on working with paraprofessionals. "I see our paras as our lifeline. We would
not be able to do our jobs without them." She later shared,
It is frustrating to watch teachers who are not respectful or are condescending
or short with paras (paraprofessionals). If you really ask teachers, they will say
we can't do our jobs without paras. It is just unacceptable. If something isn't
working, or the para is having trouble doing the job, then communicate that.
You should be able to work it out. Or a teacher's excuse for something not








Karry's interview also brought up points about communication and respect. Her
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views included,
talking about "this is what I expect" and just being open where they are
comfortable asking questions and knowing that we all make mistakes and we are
a team and one person doesn't have all of the answers. Like, I'm always asking
what do you think, even though the teacher is supposed to be in charge. But
just be equal knowing that we're all equals together and I don't have all the
answers but we can work together to do what we can.
The paraprofessional pafticipants reported responses similar to those of the
teachers. In the theme of appreciation and respect, it is often the paraprofessional
group that may feel they are not receiving the appreciation or respect that their role
and their effoft deserues. This need to appreciate the work paraprofessionals do was
evident in the responses from the teacher pafticipants. The following are responses
from paraprofessionals pafticipants:
. understanding
. mutual respect for each other's roles and responsibilities is instrumental in
cementing the united front that students need to see. It helps establish
boundaries and it sets a good example for parameters of behavior.
. Feeling like a valuable asset to the team is critical.
. Being listened to
. not feel you are 'Just a para"
r appreciation for what each other does
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Cara has had negative situations in the past when working as part of a special
education team, Her negative experiences occurred mainly from a disregard for the
position of a paraprofessional. In the interuiew she shared,
The atmosphere here is much more relaxed and the people at any level here are
looked on upon as more in charge of themselves. You say "I think" and people
don't go - well you don't have a right to think. That is not how you feel here so it
is a much, much more positive school.
When clarifliing questions were asked about how she felt her opinion had been
considered she responded,
Oh, I didn't just feel it; I was flat out told I was not to have an opinion about
things. So there is a huge difference."
Cara also explained that in this past experience the team climate suppofted this
feeling. She shared,'*To be a team player your attitude had to be all "yes, yES, yes".
And that was it, that was the opinion. I am not exaggerating. I think a lot of people in
the school felt that way."
Role Cla rifi cation/Expectations
The theme of role clarification and role expectations came through as a theme
for both teachers and paraprofessionals, especially in the interuiews. This area is
challenging because although teachers tend to be left responsible for the day-to-day
superuision of paraprofessionals, teachers are not a paft of developing or understanding
job descriptions. The roles of teachers and paraprofessionals also tend to be a gray
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area based on the needs of the students and the scheduling needs of the school
building.
Paraprofessional suruey responses related to roles and expectations included:
' The teacher I work with is clear and concise about what I am expected to do.
r more equality between what paras do (some may have an easier day)
' having one on one evaluations so you know how you are doing
. clear expectations
The blurred roles of paraprofessionals and teachers appears may lead to differences
from program to program. These differences involve the amount of student
responsibility left to each role and the type of work of the different positions.
Cindy, a paraprofessional, shared,
I've had to say I think there have been one or two teachers where I felt they let
the paras teach too much. I mean, I don't feel - I don't have a four year degree
I wasn't trained to be a teacher and I don't feel qualified to teach. I know that
we are not supposed to teach new material. I don't mind reviewing things. I
don't mind following a scripted book in math but if it is a whole new concept to
the kids I think it is the teachers job to teach it. It is not my background. It is
not my skill. I heard of one school where they had the paras do the lesson plan,
and I thought, ro I don't want to do that. I don't want that responsibility. For
the most paft my relationships have been good. Asking me to do things I was
comfoftable with. The first time I was asked to do something I was really
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uncomfortable with I asked if it was part of our contract and it turns out we have
a clause that says "and other duties as assigned" which kind of covers anything.
Later in the interview Cindy shared about working with a special education teacher.
Last year was the first year Karry was here so she was a new teacher. Now that
I think about it there were times that I totd her, "well I'm wilting to do this, if you
need me to do copying I'm willing to do copying".
She would answer, "Well, do you mind?"
'tNo, I don't mind it is part of my job."
So it was like she didn't know exactly how to utilize us as a para, other than I
need to be with the one-on-one student or I need to do this.
Teacher suruey responses related to roles and expectations included:
' It is our job [teachers] to talk and initiate issues if we see things that can be
changed but it is vital to do this in a respectful manner.
o expectations known
When it comes determining day-to-day responsibilities and tasks, each teacher
seems to be left to decide how they will divide the work. Teachers who have been
teaching and working with paraprofessionals for a number of years seem to be more
confident and clear in their role expectations. For instance, Tracy had ctear ideas on
her role as a special education teacher and the roles of the paraprofessionals she works
with.
Ideally, and I hope it is the way we try to do things in here, the teacher in
charge directing curriculum and the behavior management. I've said this a 100
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times to these guys; they don't get paid enough to deal with a very critical
situation. It should be the teacher is dealing with the situation and getting their
assistance when needed. I don't think the pressure or responsibility should be
on them at all to deal with any situation. There might be multiple things going
on but I trust their judgment at the same time they ask, "should I do this,
should I take away this." There needs to be a final decision on "is this okay?" I
think we balance really well. But they are also really good at saying "should we
do this?" They don't get paid enough to make those big decisions or curriculum
decisions.
Improve effectiveness
The action research study participants were also asked on the survey the
following question: What do you believe would improve your team's effectiveness?
The answers revealed a common theme that involved time to meet and communicate.
A sampling of those answers included:
Special education paraprofessionals responded in terms of improving effectiveness:
' we need a specific plan for ceftain combinations of students that tend to play off
each other
. more time to discuss children's needs would be a huge benefit to meeting needs
. Group meetings to share concerns, good or effective ideas, in general a bonding
or team togetherness.
' right now I believe my team works very effectively because we are able to
communicate well - and we love coming to work
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Special education teachers responded in terms of improving effectiveness:
. Time
. More time for communication
. Compensation time for para to attend IEP meetings
. More time to collaborate and talk about kids and their needs
. To have more time to sit together and talk about what is working, what is not,
what we can do better and specific student goals (not time to meet all together
at times)
. More time to chat
. More frequent meetings when students are not here
r communication with expectations
Many participants mentioned, "time to meet" as a factor leading to team
effectiveness. This time goes in hand with the impoftance of communication.
In Tracyt program the team meets briefly once a week. During this time the
students read while the team goes into an adjoining room. Trary, a teacher, shared
some perspective on the meetings, such as questions she asks.
What happened this week? Is there anything bugging anyone? Is there anything
we need to be doing differently or better? And those meetings can get hard to
have but I think it is really important if you take just a few minutes to check in.
We just have a quick little meeting. I constantly especially get on the paras to
tell us if something is not working. We change things all the time. They know if
it is working or not working because they are out there all the time. We might be
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in a meeting. I think they are really good at speaking up. I think it is the role of
teacher is promote and allow that - it is the only reason it works well in here.
Although working in a different prograffi, Cara, a paraprofessional, shared similar views.
Any job you have, your boss has got to hold regular meetings. You have got to
know expectations; you have got to know the plan of attack is. I am not a
teacher and I don't have all the regulations there is to be followed and I don't
know all of that stuff, but if you don't know what they are hoping to accomplish,
it is awful hard to do anything. You have got to know your expectations too. I
guess it's true with anything whether it is home life, school, and any kind of a
job it is about communication, and a good communication, a constructive, open
one. That seems to me, I'll tell you quite honestly anything I've ever done, with
group meetings or paraprofessional things that is probably the biggest complaint
99o/o of the people have is that they are just not included in the staff and what is
going on and we are with these kids an awful lot.
The discussion involving communication and team meetings was followed up
through asking pafticipants opinions on when team meetings could be scheduled. Two
paraprofessionals shared the following information. Cara shared, *'It is very difficult and
I don't know if there can even be a time during the day. Whether it has to be either
before or after and I realize it all revolves around money. It is probably a huge issue."
Cindy also shared the same concerns about fitting in time to meet.
Time to meet would be nice, there have been attempts over the years to sit and
discuss what is happening with the student or how a day went or something but
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it is really hard to fit in a day. We have said for years it is needed but it never
seems to happen. I have worked with a couple people over the years, that if
they work 8:05 to 4:05, they are in the door at B:05 and out the door at 4:05. It
would depend I guess on ones who have youngsters who they are getting off to
school and things. See I don't know when you would fit that in a day.
Training/Orientation
In the interuiews the pafticipants were asked, '-What type of training did you
receive to prepare you for your role?"
Cara, a paraprofessional, shared,
Probably the only training I had was being a mother and a grandmother. I
started one day and was thrown into a group of fifth graders, four boys for
language. And I was supposed to teach these boys who had no interest in it.
That was interesting... And to be honest all of these in-seruices that they do
aren't any much help. Probably my best experiences, the best way to learn
actually is to just get in and do it. The only hard thing is like when I started out
in my other situation and you are told just to do it. There were no lesson plans
or anything. It was challenging. The way we were run, I was responsible for
eveffihing. Fortunately, there were paras who had many years of experience so
they were able to help me out with some suggestions.
Cindy also reported that her training as a paraprofessional was on the job. She
was just told to go with the student and see if they need any help.
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Karry, a new teacher, had an interesting answer to this question about training
and orientation. She stated that,
I don't remember any specific training. There was really nothing. I remember
we were given like a worksheet of strategies of working with others. My mom,
who works as a para in another district, has given me things that she has gotten,
different things for paras. I guess just strategies, tike here is a tip sheet for
things paras can do if there is down time or different strategies that paras can do
when working with kids, so I have just used some of those tips.
The information provided by the surueys and interuiews added more depth to the
information found in the literature review. Common themes found in the literature
review included the impoftance of communication, setting expectations, training needs,
and valuing the opinions and work of others. This study has found that most of the
special education teams thought that their team was effective and the impoftant factors
were in place. The ten suruey pafticipants and four interview participants clarified and
expanded on what makes a special education team effective.
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Chapter 5
Implications
Overuiew of the Study
The purpose of this study was to uncover the factors that lead to the effective
teaming of paraprofessional and special education teachers. These teams remain
consistent as the student population changes and therefore create the foundation for an
effective special education program. In a review of research on multidisciplinary teams,
Abelson and Woodman (1983) offered the following definition: effectiveness primarily
relates to goal attainment, but also may include the following elements: The team
output exceeds or meets quality and quantity standards of the organization; and the
group experience satisfies, more than frustrates, team members' needs. This definition
of team effectiveness was utilized as the frame of reference for this research study.
Summary of Findings
The analyzed findings uncovered several themes shared by special education
teachers and paraprofessionals in their views of what leads to effective teaming. The
primary theme was communication. The impoftance of communication between team
members was imbedded across almost all of the theme areas. Participants also
reported that demonstrating appreciation and resp€d, having time to meet, and having
clear role expectatlons also lead to effective teaming.
From literature reviews conducted in this study, it was expected
training/position preparation would be a theme. It was brought up as an interuiew
question, however most individuals answered that they did not receive any training to
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prepare them to work with other adults in their roles. Interestingly, they could not
think of what type of training would have been helpful. On-the-job experience was cited
as perhaps the greatest help.
Different viewpoints were offered through the surueys and interuiews, many of
which only seem to reinforce the impoftance of communication. Also, it appears from
the findings that treating each other with respect and appreciation, is viewed as more
impoftant than a need for any type of expensive training or program. Many of the
individuals interuiewed have had difficult experiences in the past and this theme
appeared often in those discussions. This theme, along with clear role expectations,
and open communication, was also found in the review of literature as factors leading
to effective teaming.
Conclusions
Communication appeared as the most crucial factor affecting the teaming of
special education teachers and paraprofessionals. This factor was a component of all of
the uncovered themes such as having time to meet, clarifrTing roles and expectations,
and demonstrating respect in terms of placing value on the opinion of all team
members' In order for the opinions and feelings of all member to be hear and
appreciated teams must have time to meet and openly communicate.
The findings of this study reinforce a recommendation from Carroll (2001),'-As
difficult as it may be, a program will run more smoothly if you make time for specific
training with paraeducators, set up regular meetings, and provide timely feedback and
evaluations (Carroll, p. 64)." Although Carroll also states the main reason why it is
i
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difficult for educators and paraprofessionals to meet, because this time would come at
the expense of direct student seruice time. This is a factor that operating teams are all
too familiar with facing, In an interuiew with NEA Today Pickett states, "school officials
should also ensure that teachers and paraeducators have time to meet on a regular
basis to plan activities and exchange information. If teachers and paraeducators
communicate well and routinely, they usually will have a more positive impact on
student achievement" (p. 25).
Paraprofessionals often know the students with the highest needs better than
the teachers. The paraprofessionals tend to work with these students more closely and
over a longer period of time than any other school staff member. Typically the
paraprofessional is with the student in the general education classroom and is therefore
a good source of information on the classroom expectations and academic assignments
in that classroom and for that student. If the paraprofessional is unable time-wise, or
through clear role expectations, to share that impoftant information it negatively affects
the student and the teaming climate. The same can be said if the time and role
expectation is not in place for the teacher to share the information they receive about
the student's home life, parent expectations, past experiences, and current educational
goals.
CIear role expectations are impoftant in allowing each team member to
understand their responsibilities. The needs of the student and the building schedule
changes the role expectation for each staff member working with that student. At
times role expectations and the ability to demonstrate respect for individual roles may
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conflict. A teacher may share the role expectation that they should be the ultimate
decision maker in situations involving a student, however to a paraprofessional who
knows the student better this may be seen as their opinion not being valued. Time to
have important discussions with each paraprofessional to clariff roles would be an
impoftant step in understanding how to value each other. Some paraprofessionals may
want to hear the teacher say, "I trust your judgment", while some paraprofessionals
may not want that level of responsibility.
Special education teachers may also need to change their view of their role as a
teacher. According to research by Wallace, Shin, Baftholoffitsy, and Stahl (2001),
"Sometimes, teachers reflect on why they wanted to become teachers in the first place,
and they repoft that it was not to superuise adults, but that is the reality in education
today" (p. 531). It seems reasonable to assume that few teachers think about this
aspect of special education teaching as they think about their future. Most focus on
how they will meet the needs of the special education student population and the
ovenruhelming amount of papenruork they will face, the additional challenge of teaming
with general education teachers, parents, and special education paraprofessionals is
usually in the background.
Special education teachers must enter the field with the expectation that
directing the work of paraprofessionals is part of that position. This may be a role
expectation change for the teacher and add to the impoftance of demonstrating respect
for the paraprofessional's opinions considering that the paraprofessional has usually
worked in the field longer than many special education teachers. In general special
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education paraprofessionals tend to be older than most teachers, have worked in
special education longer, and know the community better because most
paraprofessionals live within the boundaries of the school district while most teachers
do not.
The themes found in this research and through reviews of appropriate literature
conclude on the importance of similar factors. The factors of open communication,
demonstrating appreciation and respect, and clear role clarifications and expectations
would all be increased by having time for the paraprofessional and the teacher to meet
and talk.
Recommendations
Although there are any number of reasons why it may be difficult to schedule
times to meet, there are some options. Paraprofessionals rarely have a common lunch
period with each other, however it may be possible for teachers and paraprofessionals
to meet during staggered lunch times. Meeting on an individual or small group basis
may provide more of an opportunity to talk about specific students, lessons, or other
situations. Of course, to be respectful of the need for a break in the paraprofessional's
schedul€, d lunchtime meeting should take place only as often as every other week.
Another meeting option would involve the team meeting briefly before or after
school on a weekly basis. Again these would be brief meetings in order to respect that
the paraprofessional staff is most likely no longer being paid for their time. In 15-
minute check-in time it may be difficult to discuss specific situations, however it is an
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ideal format to share schedule changes or other upcoming changes with the whole
team at once.
Meeting face to face as team members may continue to be a challenge to
prioritize when student or parent needs may interfere. Providing information in a
written format is another way to work together as a team. For some teams using an
email system may be practical. However, for others using a communication notebook,
or the teacher printing out and distributing the typed information, might also be
practical due to time constraints and computer availability. The written information
may involve schedule changes, updating student information, day-to-day changes, or
the goals of daily lesson plans. When the information includes student data the team
must take steps to protect the confidentiality of the information, including shredding
past communication.
Creating the written communication may be time consuming for the special
education teacher if the information is tailored for pertinent team members. However,
one of the paraprofessional pafticipants of this study, shared in her interview how
difficult it was to do her job when she did not know the teacher's goals for the lesson or
for that student. A special education teacher sharing their lesson plan book, or
curriculum materials for future lessons, may help paraprofessionals plan their support
for students. It is also important that the paraprofessionals have access to the
individualized education plans (IEPs) of the students they are supporting. The IEP may
change several times in a year, however the changes in goals, seruices, or
accommodations and adaptations may be missed in communication shared with

Factors of effective teaming 50
peftinent paraprofessionals. Input from paraprofessionals who work closely with the
student is also impoftant to include in the student,s IEp.
At the beginning of each school year, or as new members enter the team, the
team often spends a great deal of time working on the schedule. While this is an
impoftant use of time, it is also a valuable time to prepare for the year as a team. It is
a time to orient everyone on where items have been stored, information about the
classroom teachers who will also be teaming with the group, and create some generat
role expectations, including who to go to with questions. Sharing known information
about incoming students and planning on how the team will respond to anticipated
challenges should also take place in this planning meeting,
The beginning of the school year is a great opportunity to start off on the right
foot with building team rappoft. It is also important to plan social gatherings for team
members throughout the school year. This is a time to share appreciation and learn
about each other on a more personal level, which often helps to foster a feeling of team
commitment and trust. The gatherings do not always have to involve gathering off-site,
it could be as simple as creating a plan to recognize the bifthdays of all team members
throughout the school year.
Limitations
Limitations of the study may include the limited sample size and previous
relationships between the researcher and the participants. The participants of this
study all work within one building in one district. Although the researcher was on
maternity leave from her position at the time the research was conducted she had
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previously worked with the participants in the research and was expected to return to
work with them again in the future. Participants may have shared more or different
information if the researcher was an outside pafi. Interesting results may also occur if
the study was broadened to compare rural and urban districts, or to compare special
education team results at differing grade levels (i.e.elementary school compared to
high school).
An extension of this research as a topic of future research could study the impact
of effective special education teacher and special education paraprofessional teaming
on student peformance. It is assumed that effective teaming and positive relationships
would create a stronger focus on special education student performance. It could also
be assumed that this effective teaming would result in decreased staff turnover. The
combination of adult consistency and focus would be assumed to increase student
peformance toward meeting their Individual Education Plan (IEP) goals.
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Chapter 6
Self-Reflection
'-The quality of the instructional seruices that paraeducators provide is direcly
related to the training they receive, and the responsibility for that training is frequenly
left to the teacher" (Carroll, p. 64).
The research topic involving effective teaming between special education
teachers and special education paraprofessionals was of interest to me as a special
education teacher. I often find the most challenging paft of my position is working with
other adults including teachers, parents, and paraprofessionals, as each individual tends
to have a different view of how things should be done, When choosing this topic I was
changing from a position where I worked with only one paraprofessional to a position
where another teacher and I worked with a group of three to four paraprofessionals.
This study has been a two-year process during which I expected that, as a
special education teacher, I would independently become more comfortable with a
system for effectively teaming. As I come to the end of my third year of teaching, I
find that working with other adults continues to be my greatest source of stress. As I
arrive at school each morning I am so overwhelmed by the number of meetings I need
to attend and the amount of paperwork I need to complete on top of lesson planning,
teaching, and communicating with parents, that it is difficult to imagine taking on one
more thing. Coupled with this feeling of being ovenruhelmed, I also feel myself shying
away from leading a discussion with other adults about what is not working. However,
Factors of effective teaming 53
I know that finding time to talk with each adult I work with is an important piece of
each day,
Reviewing the information gathered during this study through surueys,
interuiews, and literature reviews has allowed me to feel more comfortable in my role
and leads me to develop some changes to implement in my communication with the
paraprofessionals and other teachers on my team. I realize the impoftance of taking
time away from the mounting piles of work on my desk to find a time when both the
paraprofessional and I have a moment without students to ask, '*what do you think?.,
My concern has always been a desire to allow the paraprofessionals a few minutes to
themselves whenever they have a moment away from students. This is often their only
chance to use the restroom or grab a cup of coffee.
Another struggle in special education teacher and paraprofessional teaming
occurs because neither of the individuals in these roles knows very much about new
students and their needs. We often are figuring things out as we go, and if the student
has significant needs requiring some one-on-one paraprofessional support time, the
paraprofessional might know the student better than the teacher knows the student,
My research findings enter my mind at least once a day while I am teaching. It
serues to remind me of the impoftance of the relationship between the special
education teacher and special education paraprofessional. Effectively teaming
continues to be a struggler as we do not have the time to meet to talk about student
education needs or to simply chat about our lives outside of work. Often messages
about changes in schedule, student needs, or ptans are given in passing to be passed
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along to other adults. The paraprofessionals working under my direction and that of
two other teachers are contracted only for the hours when students are present at
school. Every moment of that time is scheduled as academic time for the students.
Sharing information about other students or even small talk takes time away from the
students assigned to each teacher or paraprofessional. Our lengthiest shared time
occurs at bus duty in the morning while waiting for student buses to arrive and
managing the entire fifth grade class as they line up at the door. This lack of time
makes it difficult to have the oppoftunity to share impoftant student information (while
whispering and using initials), lesson plan goals, and schedule changes while also
maintaining a personal relationship in only six minutes each morning.
Carroll (2001) shares,
With the frantic schedules in special education, teachers and paraeducators often
share the most peftinent information just before students enter the classroom or
as they pass in the hallways during the day. Sharing information about students
is critical to a smoothly operating prograrn, and there is rarely time to do this (p.
61).
As a result from my on-going research our special education team now meets for
a ten minute "check-in" after school every Wednesday. This check-in rneeting includes
three teachers and five paraprofessionals who all work with different students each day.
Upon reviewing my research again it has come to my attention that this is not the most
effective way for us to use those ten minutes if our goal is to talk about student
progress or other components of our work. If the goal of the check-in is to create a
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feeling of teamwork and appreciation then it may be appropriate. A more effective way
to use this time might be to spend five minutes as a large group and then use the
remaining tirne to talk with individuals about specific student or lesson plan needs.
A change I will make will be to use more written forms of communication. Many
teachers communicate through email. However, our paraprofessionals often do not
have a chance to check their email daily. Making my written lesson plans and plans for
other students on my caseload more available may help in clarifying and communicating
my daily goals for students.
This research will be shared with district-wide special education teams as a
foundation of information used to make changes in how special education teachers and
special education paraprofessionals effectively team together. It is my hope that the
information presented here will highlight the importance of communication and a
method for finding a time to meet will be developed. This may involve finding a way
for paraprofessionals to be compensated for an extra short amount of time each week
so that team meetings may take place. The district involved in this study has been very
suppoftive and promotes a culture that places a high value on the needs of its students
and therefore encourages systems to support students, such as the retention of special
ed ucation para professiona ls.
Both top-down and bottom-up strategies for change could be used in light of the
findings of this action research project. I will continue to research this topic as I move
fonruard in my career to look for tools and strategies to suppoft effective teaming on
limited time. Reviewing the research I have completed to date, including the
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information gathered through my own research, has clarified for me that the main areas
for effective teaming involves communication (including time to meet), role clarification,
and demonstrating appreciation and respect for all members of the team. Fostering a
climate of suppoft, respect, and open communication will be considered as impoftant as
all of the other aspects of my position as a special education teacher.
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